Gossip: Not a Minor Sin

1.  I want to begin by telling you a true story. At first, the story might seem that it doesn’t have anything to do with gossip. But at the end of it, I’ll show you the connection. And it’s a very meaningful connection. 

   In the year 1530, Martin Luther made a proclamation to the German princes 
saying that the Anabaptists held Christ to be a mere man. Therefore, they should be put to death as open blasphemers
	D.	If that wasn’t bad enough, Luther said that since the Anabaptists were open blasphemers, they weren’t to be given a hearing or allowed to defend themselves
	E.	Apart from the fact that real Christians don’t murder other Christians, there was one serious problem with Luther’s proclamation
		a.	Anabaptists didn’t teach that Jesus was a mere man. In fact, they’ve never taught this.
		b.	But since they weren’t allowed a hearing, or an opportunity to defend themselves, they had no chance to clear this up. 
		c.	It was open season on them to be murdered by the German princes.
	
2.	So what do you think about Luther’s proclamation? 
	A.	Do you think it was fair? Do you think it was just or godly?
	B.	More importantly, what do you think Jesus thought of Luther’s proclamation?
	C.	If you’re an Anabaptist or some other kind of KC, would you like to have lived in 16th century Germany?
	
3.	Strangely enough, that’s exactly how things typically work in most churches
	A.	No, we don’t go around physically murdering people
	B.	But we do go around murdering their reputations—without allowing them an opportunity to have a hearing or to defend themselves	
	C.	It’s called gossiping. And it’s not a minor sin!

That’s why I want to talk today about gossip
	A.	Very few, if any, Christians are free from 	gossip. It is one of the most pervasive sins in our churches.
	B.	Yet, it’s often treated like a minor sin. It’s treated as if no real harm comes from it.
	C.	And that needs to change. Gossip is a serious sin. We need to rid our churches of it.

What Is Gossip?
	A.	My dictionary defines gossip this way, quote: “idle talk or rumor, especially about the personal or private affairs of others.” [end quote]
	B.	The word gossip comes from the Old English word godsibb. In turn, godsibb was simply a combination of God + sibb—sib meant a “relative”; 
		a.	It’s where we get our present English word, sibling
		b.  So God-sibb meant a godparent
		c.  Because godparents and other relatives tended to talk about the personal affairs of other family members

	C.	Did you notice that the definition doesn’t turn on truth. So just because something said is absolutely true doesn’t change the fact that it’s still gossip. 
	D.	When we talk about the failings, faults, embarrassments, and private affairs of others, 
		we’re gossiping.


2.   Normally it’s perfectly fine to relate good news and upbuilding comments about others.
	A.	Yet, it’s strange that good news rarely travels as fast as bad news. 
	B.	Somehow most Christians are far less eager to pass on good news as they are bad 			news. It shows a real dark side to most of us
	C.	Simple litmus test: “Would that person want me to tell others what I’m about to say ? 
		If not, then don’t say it. Period. It doesn’t matter if it’s true or 	not. 
	D.	Exception. . . church discipline

3.	The “Saintly” Gossiper
	A.	We come up with ingenious ways to dress up our gossip
	B.	William Law gives a description of the “saintly” gossiper: 

“When he visits, you generally hear him relating how sorry he is for the defects and failings of such-and-such a neighbor. He is always letting you know how concerned he is about the reputation of his neighbor; how he hates to say that which he is forced to say; and how gladly he would conceal it, if only it could be concealed.”

	C.	Gossip in the form of a prayer request:
 		a.	Illustration of Saintly Sue with her prayer request about Conrad & Alice Martin
		b.	Stops by her friend Rita
		c.	They’re having a lot of marital problems

	
Why Do I Say that Gossip is not a minor sin?
[bookmark: bookmark=id.gjdgxs]1.	For one thing, it violates 2nd greatest commandment: You shall love your neighbor as yourself”

William Law:  “You know how it hurts you to be made the jest and ridicule of other people. You know how it grieves you to be robbed of your reputation and deprived of the favorable opinion of your neighbors. If, therefore, you expose others to scorn and contempt in any degree, or if it pleases you to see or hear of their frailties and infirmities, you are very far from loving such people as yourself.”

And that’s why Jesus said in Matt 12:  “I say to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of it in the day of judgment. For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (Mt. 12:34-37).


[bookmark: bookmark=id.30j0zll]2.	Whoever says to his brother, ‘Raca!’ shall be in danger of the council. But whoever says, ‘You fool!’ shall be in danger of hell fire” (Mt. 5:22). 
		a.	Christians imagine that Jesus is saying that “fool” is the worst thing we can call someone
		b.	I’ve read lots of commentaries and articles in Christian literature that explain “the fool has said in his heart there is no God”
		c.	They imagine the point of Jesus’ teaching is that there is something particularly evil about the word “fool” 		
		d.	But that’s not His point at all. The early Christians all understood that fool was a rather mild denunciation. I think it was a bit stronger put-down than it would be today.
		e.	Perhaps “idiot” would be the modern equivalent. But that’s still pretty mild compared to the awful slurs and disparagements you hear people called today
		f.	So the point of Jesus’ strong warning is that when we show contempt for our brother, we’re very far from loving him. And when we don’t love our brother, we place our salvation in serious jeopardy 
		g.	But do you realize how much worse it is when we gossip about our brother or sister? Jesus describes telling your brother what you think of him. The gossiper is a coward. He or she does it behind their brother’s back
		h.	Whether they use the word “fool” or “idiot” doesn’t matter. They have made their brother or sister..

3.	I think the worse kind of gossip there is, is when we gossip about our husband or wife
	A.	Back to the original meaning of the word  God-sibb
	B.	The Bible describes the relationship of a husband and wife as one flesh. No closer
	C.	We know every fault, every failing, and just about every sin of our spouse
	D.	When we use that knowledge to gossip about our spouse, what we’re really saying is: “I want you to view my husband, or my wife, as an idiot, as an unreasonable person, as a monster…” you name it.
	E.	And when you do that, Jesus says you are making yourself liable to Gehenna, the lake of fire. This is no small sin! 

After spouses, I think the next most serious type of gossip—and all gossip is serious—is when we gossip about our parents. You are not honoring your parents when you gossip about them.
	A.	And, by the way, it’s not right for parents to gossip about their children either. That, too, is sin.

4.	We also personally wrong Jesus. Matt. 25

5. Gossip is included in what the New Testament calls “evil speaking.” 
[bookmark: bookmark=id.1fob9te][bookmark: bookmark=id.3znysh7]Paul wrote, “Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave you” (Eph. 4:31-32). 

	B.	So Paul contrasts evil speaking with being kind to one another and tenderhearted. Gossip 		is neither kind nor tenderhearted. 
James tells us, “If anyone among you thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this one's religion is useless” (Jas. 1:26).

1.	Up to this point, we’ve been talking about gossip that is true, and seen how serious  		A.	However, gossip is rarely totally true. 
	B.	Often the gossiper doesn’t have firsthand information.
	C.	Usually passing on rumors or tales that have been slowly altered. Telephone game.

2.	There’s always two sides to every situation, every event
	A.	And there’s normally a good side and bad side to every brother & sister
	B.	There’s two sides to every marriage spat and every marital difficulty
	C.	Experience with both law and pastoring

3.	A half truth is still a lie. A one-sided account of an incident is still a falsehood.
	A.	When we spread half-truths about someone, or when we tell only one side of the story about an incident, we’re slandering our brother or sister.

“Whoever secretly slanders his neighbor, him I will destroy” (Ps. 101:5).  



Why Do Christians Gossip?

Given the fact that gossip is such a serious sin, why do so many Christians do it?

1.	When it comes to idle talk, passing on juicy stories, etc. I think people do it mainly because it  makes for entertaining conversation.

	Of course, is a terrible indictment of both the gossiper and those who listen to gossip 
	A.	Why do we find it so interesting to talk about the sins, imperfections, 	problems, and private affairs of others?? 
	B.	As I said, it reveals something dark inside

[bookmark: bookmark=id.2et92p0]“Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. A good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth good things, and an evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth evil things.” And that was the context for Jesus’ next words, which I read to you earlier: “I say to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of it in the day of judgment. For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (Mt. 12:34-37).

So we’re going to pay a very steep price on Judgment Day for our entertainment—if gossiping is what we do as a form of entertainment. Again, this is the type of gossip that’s mainly idle talk, juicy stories, etc.

2.	But there’s another kind of gossip—that’s even more serious
	A.	We spoke about that kind of gossip a few minutes ago, the kind that Paul calls “evil speaking”. And Paul hinted as to why we engage in evil speaking, when he told us to forgive one another, rather than in speaking evil
	B.	So that’s another reason why people gossip—especially the more malicious gossip. It’s a way of getting even with someone!
		a.	We feel that someone has wronged us, so we get even by gossiping about them. We broadcast to all of our friends what a rotten thing so and so did to us.
	C.	And that’s one of the reasons people gossip about their spouses
		a.	Their spouse has hurt them in some way, or they’re really mad at their spouse, so they go out and gossip to their special circle of friends as a way of getting even


3.	Another reason people gossip is they want to enhance themselves by painting others in a bad light
	A.	Sometimes this is just other Christians in general (see, I’m not like that)
	B.	It’s the second big reason why people gossip about their spouses: to enhance their own standing
		a.	Wow! Look at what a saint I am to live with this person

4.	The last reason I want to mention, as to why people gossip, is envy
	A.	When we are jealous of another person, we sometimes try to lower the standing or reputation of that other person by gossiping about them
	B.	At the most malicious level, we try to destroy them by gossiping about them

In short, whatever the reason is why we gossip—and it may be all four of these reasons, depending on the various persons we’re gossiping about—we’re talking about some really dark evil things here. We aren’t talking about some light, almost innocent shortcoming. Gossip is almost always rooted in deep evil.



The Cure for Gossip
Now, my reason for going into detail about the seriousness of gossip and about the reasons why we gossip has been twofold:

1.	First, I’ve wanted to convince you of the crucial need to break free from the habit of gossiping
2.	Second, in order to break free, a person has to understand the reasons why he gossips in the first place

Because happily, gossip can be cured. That’s the exciting news! 
	A.	So let’s talk about the cure

1.	The cure begins with prayerful honest examination of our hearts
	A.	You should ask yourself, “Why do I gossip?”
	B.	More than likely, it’s because of one or more of the four reasons we just talked about:
		1.	You want to have something “entertaining” to talk about [in quotes]—so perhaps others won’t view you as boring, etc.
		2.	You’re getting even with someone because you haven’t forgiven them
		3.	You want to elevate yourself by getting sympathy, etc.
		4.	You’re jealous of someone and you want to mar their reputation
			a.	That’s another one that I want to address in more detail in a few minutes
	
C.	Of course, you may have another reason that I haven’t listed
	D.	If you’re not sure of the reason, pray that God will help you to determine the real cause. 
		a.	Seek the counsel of your spouse, your church leaders, or other godly Christians who are mature in the Lord
	E.	Then pray for His Spirit to cleanse whatever defect there is in your heart 
		a.	However, don’t imagine that God will do all the work for you
		b.	Part of the cross we have to carry is crucifying the desires of our flesh—and gossip is a fleshly desire
	F.	On the other hand, God hasn’t left us alone to fend for ourselves, either
		a.	When we exhibit the willingness to change, and when we make the sacrifices necessary to bring about change, God will supply the power that we lack in ourselves

Now, let’s look at some specific cures, tailored to the 4 major causes of gossiping:

1. If you gossip in order to be an “entertaining” conversationalist: 

	C.	Don’t talk about other people—unless you’re saying something positive about them
		a.	Or your discussing their needs about which they would have no objections
		b.	Example: medical needs

	A.	Collect good news about people. 
	B.	Follow the example of Paul

To the Corinthians: 
[bookmark: bookmark=id.tyjcwt][bookmark: bookmark=id.3dy6vkm][bookmark: bookmark=id.1t3h5sf][bookmark: bookmark=id.4d34og8]“Great is my boasting on your behalf.”   2 Cor 7:4 

For if in anything I have boasted to Titus about you, I am not ashamed. But as we spoke all things to you in truth, even so our boasting to Titus was found true.  (2 Cor. 7:14)

show to them, and before the churches, the proof of your love and of our boasting on your behalf
(2 Cor. 8:24).

2 for I know your willingness, about which I boast of you to the Macedonians,  your obedience has become known to all. Therefore I am glad on your behalf.” (2 Cor. 9:2)


	F.	Kept abreast of the ministry that CAM or organizations are doing, or that of various individuals and churches
		a.	That way, like Paul, you’ll have things to boast about concerning other Christians
	G.	Talk about exciting answers to prayer in your life or in the lives of people you know
[bookmark: _heading=h.2s8eyo1]	H.	Not that it’s wrong to talk about non-spiritual subjects
		a. But if you want to talk about humorous or awkward incidents, talk about such things that have happened to you
	I.	It may be that in the end, you may have to simply accept the fact that you won’t be as entertaining a conversationalist as you once were. 
		a.	After all, what’s more important: pleasing Christ or pleasing others by having something “entertaining” to talk about


3.	Physical remedies
	A.	Gossiping is ultimately a heart problem. And that should be our primary focus in stopping it.
	B.	However, there might be physical steps we can take as well. There was a gossip problem in the New Testament church involving young widows who had too much idle time.
	C.	Speaking under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Paul gave this directive concerning the situation:

[bookmark: bookmark=id.17dp8vu][bookmark: bookmark=id.3rdcrjn]“They learn to be idle, wandering about from house to house, and not only idle but also gossips and busybodies, saying things which they ought not. Therefore I desire that the younger widows marry, bear children, manage the house, give no opportunity to the adversary to speak reproachfully”
 (1 Tim. 5:13-14). 

	D.	So eliminating idle time can help the problem of gossip
	E.	If you see that you have too much idle time, let me strongly encourage you to use your extra time for the kingdom. Take on a Kingdom ministry—cooking meals for people who are sick or for new mothers. Visit people in your local jail or prison. Visit the sick and elderly—just don’t gossip when you visit them!!

	F.	My experience has been that there are so many needs in every church, there will be plenty of Matt. 25 types of jobs you can fill your life with
		a. Obviously, if you’re a married sister, be sure that this has your husband’s blessing

	G.	But one thing has changed majorly since Paul’s day. In the 1st century, you could pretty much end the vast bulk of gossiping by staying home.
		a.	However, the invention of the telephone has changed all of that.
		b.	Today, a mother can stay home all day, keep an eye on her children, do housework, and still gossip to her heart’s content
		c.	This is particularly true with Bluetooth headsets, which allow a person to move about and do routine tasks while talking on the phone
		d.	So, once again, the ultimate place to attack the problem is focusing on our heart
	

II.	The answer there is to learn to forgive and not repay evil for evil

III.	 You want to elevate yourself at the expense of tearing down others. 
	a.	Humble yourself before God and seek meekness instead of elevating yourself.

IV.	 If you gossip about your spouse, I would ask you: What is it that you’re after?
	A.	If you want help, then gossiping isn’t going to get you help—and I think you know that
		a.	To get help, you need to talk to your pastor and he needs to hear both sides of the story if he’s going to make any progress in helping the situation
		b.	But is it possible that you don’t want both sides of the story to come out?
	B.	In the end, it may be that it isn’t help you’re after, it’s sympathy—and/or revenge
		a.	You’re getting even with your spouse
		b.	Any you want sympathy from someone who is likely to simply take your side without asking hard questions
		c.	And if that’s the case, do you honestly think that you’re loving your spouse with Christ-like love? I think you know inside that you’re not

IV. Jealousy
	A.	Some people gossip about certain brothers or sisters because they’re jealous about that person’s spiritual abilities or popularity or some other quality
	B.	William Law’s solution


The Responsibility of the Listener

1.	Up to this point, I’ve been talking about the gossiper, the one doing the talking
2.	But the one who listens to gossip bears just about as much guilt
	A.	After all, a person can’t gossip if he or she has no one who will listen

3.	So what can the listener do?
	A.	If we’re in a conversation, and the subject turns to talking negatively about another person, we should quickly change the subject
	B.	If that doesn’t work, then the Christian thing to do is to simply say, “You know, I think we’ve unwittingly crossed the line into gossip.” That will definitely bring it to a stop.
	C.	Now, if it was truly unwitting, then the other person won’t mind you’re doing this.
	D.	But if they were wanting to gossip, I can almost guarantee you what’s going to happen: The next time they want to gossip with someone, it won’t be you
		a.	They’ll find someone who doesn’t mind listening to gossip
	E.	And that’s why I say the listener is almost equally as guilty as the one doing the talking
	F.	If everyone in our churches refused to listen to gossip, it would eliminate that sin from out of our churches
	G.	It only exists because there are far too many who are willing to listen to gossip

3.	The final thing I want to say tonight is that if you’ve heard gossip, you may have a duty to try to straighten things out
	A.	In fact, if it has affected your view of the person who was being gossiped about, you almost certainly have a responsibility to hear that person’s side of things
	B.	I can’t tell you have many time I’ve been at a conference and someone has walked up to me…

Conclusion

1.	I would like to conclude by reading two short directives from Paul. 

#1 Phil: Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy—meditate on these things. . . .

If we will simply be obedient to that command, we will never be guilty of committing the MAJOR sin of gossiping


